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Play has had a prominent position in early childhood education and care (ECEC) for over 
200 years. As educators, we tend to talk about young children learning through play as a 
matter of fact. In our first national Early Years Learning Framework (Department of 
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2009), play is promoted as the right of all 
children, an integral part of being a child and as the prime context for learning in the early 
years. The word ‘play’ appears 68 times (Ortlip, Arthur & Woodrow, 2011), and there are 
frequent deliberate connections made between play and learning. This includes use of the 
term “play-based learning” (DEEWR, 2009, p. 46). 
 
While the Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF) defines its use of the term play, there are 
differing perspectives on what constitutes play, the relationship between play and learning 
and the educator’s role in play. When Jane asked me to talk this evening, she suggested the 
topic ‘still valuing play’. I was more than happy to oblige, however, recognised that tonight I 
am talking with the converted. So, rather than lead an evangelical experience, where we all 
agree that play is the best context for children’s learning and curse those who don’t share 
our wisdom, I thought it might be more interesting to go a little deeper and to look at some 
different perspectives on play and learning. 
Some historical perspectives  
To begin, it’s worth taking a short stroll back through history to consider some early 
contributions to our understanding of play. French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
(1712-1778) promoted a romantic view of childhood that established play as an important 
part of young children’s development and learning. He argued that childhood was a unique, 
important and time-limited period of life that should be protected by adults and enjoyed by 
children. 
Love childhood, indulge its sports, its pleasures, its delightful instincts. Who has not 
sometimes regretted that age when laughter was ever on the lips and when the heart 
was ever at peace? Why rob these innocents of the joys that pass so quickly... 
(Rousseau, 1761/2008, p.36-37). 
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Marking a significant shift in educational thinking, Rousseau argued against early formal 
instruction by adults. Rather, he believed that learning would happen naturally if children 
were allowed freedom to play, to follow their interests and to engage with their natural 
environment.  
The work of German educator, Friedrich Froebel (1746-1827) also comes to mind. Like 
Rousseau, Froebel promoted play as the best way for children to learn, making the 
connection between children’s play and later learning and wellbeing.  
...Play at this time is not trivial, it is highly serious and of deep significance. Cultivate 
it and foster it..; protect and guard it... The plays of childhood are the germinal leaves 
of all later life (Froebel, 1826/1974, p. 55). 
Froebel’s idea of ‘kindergarten’ was underpinned by images of happy children singing, 
dancing, gardening and engaging in self-directed play with educational toys. But while 
Froebel talked about children learning through play, his approach was quite teacher-directed 
and different to Rousseau’s idea of free play. 
The ideas of other theorists continue to influence current thinking about play and learning in 
ECEC. Swiss Psychologist Jean Piaget, one of the major architects of developmental theory 
in ECEC, argued that play needed to be appropriate to the child’s current stage of 
development. The remarkable Maria Montessori devised a range of toys and activities to 
improve outcomes for “developmentally delayed children” (Follari, 2011, p. 221) and was so 
impressed by the results that she advocated universal access to her educational program. 
Then of course, there is the Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky who emphasised the social 
and cultural nature of children’s play and learning. Each of these philosophers and theorists 
held particular views on play and learning, but there are some shared themes. They 
recognised: 
 childhood as a unique and special time of life, separate and different to adulthood; 
 the need for a thoughtfully planned learning environment that enabled active 
engagement with real materials; 
 the integrated nature of learning in the early years; and 
 children as active learners playing a part in their own learning.   
Incidentally, contemporary research suggests (respectfully) that all of these theorists actually 
underestimated young children’s capacity to explore, play and learn. 
Now some of you are nodding and smiling, and yes 200 years of history and numerous 
esteemed scholars provides a pretty strong basis to work from. However, as I noted, my 
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intention was not to be an early childhood evangelist. So, enough history. Let’s move 
forward to more contemporary times.  
Some contemporary perspectives 
Over recent years, there has been an international policy spotlight on ECEC as the 
foundation for lifelong learning, social cohesion and national productivity (COAG, 2009; 
OECD, 2006). Within this context, child care, kindergarten and family day care are being 
positioned as part of the Australian education system. About time? These services clearly 
make a significant contribution to children’s early learning, their transition to school and 
achievement in school. However, as with all mergers, there is a need to consider how the 
different sectors, that is, ECEC services and schools, come to work together. A perceived 
danger is that too narrow or singular focus on learning in the early years could lead to a 
downwards push from schools – what some refer to as the “schoolification of ECEC” (OECD, 
2006, p. 62). Many were worried when the Australian Government decided to develop a 
national early years curriculum. How would this reflect contemporary early childhood 
theories and practice wisdom? How would it recognise and support play as a context for 
learning? 
Personally, I think the EYLF has responded very well to these challenges, building on our 
historical foundations to offer some new ways of thinking about play and learning. For 
example, the EYLF introduces the term ‘play-based learning’ (DEEWR, 2009, p.46), 
distinguishing between more traditional notions of ‘free play’ and play as a planned context 
for learning. To clarify, free play is generally seen to be extended time for pretend play that is 
mostly child-initiated. It is freely chosen, personally driven and intrinsically motivated 
(Grieshaber & McArdle, 2010). The role of the educator in free play is more about providing 
the environment and resources to facilitate play and learning. In the past this was often 
construed as to “support but not to disturb” (Pramling-Samuelsson & Johansson, 2006, p. 
48).  
While there is no suggestion that free play is no longer needed or important, the idea of play-
based learning places greater emphasis on the educator’s role and how they extend and 
challenge children’s thinking and play. A fairly recent landmark study in the United Kingdom 
has provided impetus for this new way of thinking about play in ECEC. The EPPE study 
(Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford & Taggart, 2004) was a longitudinal study that 
sought to identify the characteristics of high quality preschool programs, looking at how 
these contributed to children’s learning and successful transition to school. Findings placed 
emphasis on the role of educators in promoting effective learning. Critical factors included 
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the quality of adult-child verbal interaction during play, engagement in sustained shared 
thinking, and achieving a balance between child and adult-initiated play experiences.  
Play-based learning and intentional teaching 
Picking up on these findings, the EYLF promotes the role of educators supporting play-
based learning through intentional teaching. Now I want to debunk a few myths about what 
intentional teaching looks like in ECEC. I visited a service recently to find that they were 
interpreting this as importing school-like activities with quite narrow learning outcomes. Play-
based learning and intentional teaching were seen to be two quite different and unrelated 
things. The children would engage in their own play and then be called to the mat or a table 
to be ‘taught’ something. There were some dubious links made to children’s perceived 
interests and/or the EYLF learning outcomes, however these activities were almost totally 
teacher-directed. This is neither play-based learning nor effective teaching. According to the 
EYLF, intentional teaching can be both pre-planned and spontaneous and doesn’t have to 
be teacher controlled. It is about noticing what children are doing, recognising learning or the 
potential for learning and responding in an appropriate way. It is about educators drawing on 
their specialised knowledge, their understanding of individual children and the curriculum, to 
be both proactive and responsive to children’s interests and explorations. I think John 
Bennett, one of the writers of the OECD Starting Strong Reports, sums it up well: 
Effective pedagogy includes the provision of enriched learning and play 
environments, freely chosen activities by children, and responsive accompaniment of 
children by educators who guide, inform, model and instruct, but who do not 
dominate the child’s thinking (Bennett, 2005, p. 18). 
Now, I would argue that our current prior to school curriculum supports these approaches to 
play and learning. However, I am concerned about what happens next for these children and 
what I perceive to be diminishing play-based learning opportunities in school. There are 
often much sharper distinctions between work, play and learning in school. In some schools, 
work and learning is seen to happen in the classroom and play is relegated to mid morning 
and lunch breaks. While ‘play’ is mentioned frequently in the EYLF, it doesn’t appear at all in 
the Australian School Curriculum, not even in the Foundation year. In the broader 
community, many continue to view school as the starting point for ‘real learning’, and, 
drawing on their own experiences of school, expect teaching to take the form of direct 
instruction. But does this mean there is no place for play-based learning in school? I haven’t 
found any evidence to support this view. 
A review of ECEC across OECD countries identified two different perspectives on 
curriculum: those countries who advocated a play-based approach to learning until around 7 
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years; and those who advocated a more formal approach, based on fostering academic 
knowledge and skills from the outset (Bennett, 2005). It is interesting to note that on 
international comparison, the countries that continue to do best on educational indicators (cf. 
OECD, 2012) tend to be those who advocate play-based learning approaches and a later 
start to formal learning. Beginning formal academic work too early has been found to detract 
from children’s enjoyment of learning and school, impact on their motivation to learn and 
diminish learning dispositions (Walsh et al., 2006). Yet, here in Australia, we seem to be 
following countries such as the United Kingdom where children enter formal school at a 
young age (around 4 years), teachers plan and assess learning against tightly prescribed 
outcomes, and school results are published in a national league table. This context puts both 
children and teachers under pressure to reach externally imposed learning goals. In some 
circumstances, this pressure seems to be reducing if not negating the opportunity for play-
based learning, even in non-compulsory Prep1. While only single snapshots, let me share a 
few recent personal anecdotes. 
 A talented and dedicated colleague told me recently that her school had abandoned 
their Prep perceptual motor program (a program to strengthen children’s balance, 
coordination, gross and fine motor skills) because they simply couldn’t fit it into their 
curriculum. 
 A parent, also a teacher, showed me the laminated alphabet board that she was 
given at her Prep interview to help her to work with her son over the Christmas 
holidays. 
 A parent who told me she recently attended a Prep information session and queried 
why all of the printed information had Year 1 at the top. Apologising for the oversight, 
the teacher explained that everything they were doing now was previously done in 
Year 1. 
In many Queensland schools, units of work extend 5 weeks and children are tested against 
the achievement benchmarks in the Australian Curriculum, from the beginning of the year, 
even in Prep. The result is that many teachers are resorting to a greater level of direct and 
formal instruction and there is reduced opportunity for play-based learning. There simply isn’t 
time. Instead, time is taken up by teaching content, undertaking standardised assessments 
and hitting targets. I suspect I have broken my promise to steer clear of evangelism. 
However, there is such a lot of evidence that indicates that ‘how’ we teach is equally if not 
more important than ‘what’ we teach. 
_______________ 
The Preparatory (Prep) Year targets children aged 3 ½ to 4 ½ years and is equivalent to Kindergarten in some other states.  
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Some concluding comments  
I value play-based learning as a context for lifelong learning, relevant in ECEC, school and 
many other adult contexts. While I think that children have the right to play, I don’t harbour 
romantic or universal notions of children’s play. I recognise that play happens in a social and 
cultural context and is not always natural, fair and fun for all players (Grieshaber & McArdle, 
2010). I also recognise that simply providing opportunity for play does not guarantee 
meaningful learning, cognitive growth, social awareness or emotional wellbeing. Drawing on 
the EYLF, I see play as a valuable and highly effective context for learning, when children 
are actively engaged and educators are purposeful in their conversations and interactions 
with children. Finally, I believe when educators plan, resource and take part in play, they are 
teaching, and showing children and parents that play is important. 
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